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Higher Education 
in the United States 

Traditional Roles of the University:  
The Core	

Educating the Young 
Sustaining  
Academic Disciplines 
and Professions 
Seeking Truth 
and Creating  
New Knowledge 
Serving as a 
Social Critic 
Teaching  
and 
Scholarship 
Sustaining and 
Propagating 
Culture and Values 
Critical Thinking 
Analysis and Problem Solving 
Moral Reasoning and Judgment 
The Periphery	

Economic Development 
(Agriculture, Industry, etc.) 
Technology Transfer 
National 
Defense 
Health Care 
Teaching  
and 
Scholarship 
International Development 
Entertainment 
(Arts, Sports) 
The Evolution of U.S. Higher Education	

1700s-1800s	

1860s	

1900s	

1950s	

1960s 	
	

2000 and beyond	

Colonial colleges (elite, private)	

Land-grant state universities	

Normal colleges, technical colleges	

Research universities, community colleges	

State university systems	

For-profit U, cyber U, global U, …	

U.S. Colleges and Universities 
Public 4-year institutions 634
Private 4-year institutions 1,546
Public 2-year institutions 1,086
Private 2-year institutions 118
For-profit institutions  852
 
 Total    4,236
Types of Colleges & Universities 
Major research universities  94
Other doctoral universities  184
Regional universities   695
Baccalaureate colleges   730
Community colleges   1,086
Other (religious, specialized, etc.) 1,446
Enrollments 
Total enrollments (2003) 17.3 million
Percentage of population 
with some college  53.9%
Percentage of population 
with BA/BS degree  26.6%
Finances 
State support (20%)   $67 billion
Federal support (25%)
Student financial aid  $60 billion
Research grants   $21 billion
Private support 
(tuition, gifts) (55%)  $180 billion
Total support   $330 billion 
(2.6% GDP)
Role of Government 
Federal Government 
 No ministry, no national systems, no controls…no policy 
  $60 billion/y of financial aid to students 
  $21 billion/y of research grants to individual faculty 
 NOTE: The federal government provides grants to people 
  (students, faculty, patients), NOT to universities 
State Government 
 $60 billion/y to support operation of public universities 
 Great diversity in state governance, from rigidly controlled  
  systems (New York, Ohio) to strategic master plans  
  (California) to anarchy (Michigan)
Other Characteristics 
  The great diversity among institutions and missions. 
  The balance among funding sources (private vs. public, state 
vs. federal). 
  The influence of market forces (for students, faculty, 
resources, reputation). 
  Its global character (attracting students and faculty from 
around the world) 
  The absence of a centralized system that leads to highly 
decentralized, market-sensitive, and agile institutions, 
students, and faculty. 
  Supportive public policies (academic freedom, institutional 
autonomy, tax and research policies). 
  The research partnership between universities, the federal 
government, and industry.
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The Evolving U.S. Education System	

For profit U 
(650) 
Open U 
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(1,600) 
Cyber U 
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New learning  
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Res U I, II 
Doc U I, II 
Comp U I, II 
Lib Arts Colleges 
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